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 Furniture makers have a responsibility to influence the way viewers process and 
interpret their pieces.  Using personal memories and life experiences as points of departure, 
my furniture pieces will attempt to challenge viewer perception and experience, making the 
viewer question what is truthfully being seen.  The key to making objects of this type is 
understanding that viewers have preconceived notions of what furniture is and what furniture 
should be and that these views result in a multitude of varying interpretations and reactions.  
The goal of my body of work is to trigger a visceral reaction within the viewer, which is 
essentially a triggered memory.  The content of the triggered or activated memory is 
irrelevant, and it could be anything from pleasure and fondness to contempt and shock; the 
important thing is that an emotional response is elicited.  These pieces are meant to directly 
challenge the viewer’s constructed ideas of furniture by the use of iconic forms juxtaposed 
against intentionally derelict elements.  The iconic forms allude to one object that is wholly 
representational of a particular group - the essence of a particular form in furniture that one 
may recognize as a chair, table, console, cabinet, etc.  The juxtaposition of these familiar 
forms and unfamiliar elements creates the perfect environment to elicit a visceral reaction 
from the viewer.  
	
 Prompting the viewer to a reaction is closely related to French theorist Roland 
Barthes’ idea of the studium and the punctum.  He believed that the “co-presence” of these 
two elements were what established and held the viewer’s interest in the presented work of 
art. (Barthes; p.25)  Barthes defined these two elements in very different terms.  He 
established studium as an essentially academic response to the object; focusing on the 
“cultural, social and political context” embedded in the work. (Alpert; p.331)  This usually 
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results in the viewer encountering the author’s intentions.  Meanwhile, punctum is the 
viewer’s inherently visceral response to the work; an emotionally charged response to some 
detail of the work.  Barthes refers to the punctum as the element that disturbs the studium, 
something that comes out of the piece and “pricks...stings...cuts [and] bruises” the viewer. 
(Barthes; p.27)  Barthes’ idea of punctum relies heavily on what the spectator brings to the 
work.  His argument begins to weaken when applied to three-dimensional work; he primarily 
argues that punctum is something the author or artist has no control over.  Barthes believes 
that if the author or artist attempts to include a detail that is meant to intentionally ‘prick’ the 
viewer then the detail and the work have lost all possibility to elicit a punctum response.  
This may be true of two-dimensional works, however, what Barthes either fails to realize or 
is simply not concerned with, is that the majority of three-dimensional artists (specifically 
furniture makers in this case) tend to plan their works from whole to detail in three-
dimensional space.  Very rarely is a detail of the finished work so accidental or unintentional 
that it was not planned or accounted for at some stage of development.
	
 Another idea that lends itself seamlessly into this discussion is that of Gordon Matta-
Clark’s Anarchitecture.  The idea of Anarchitecture uses “radical modes of exploring and 
subverting urban...environments...and experiencing artistic proposals” by employing existing, 
abandoned architecture as its medium, manipulating and transforming it into something 
different from the whole. (Diserens; p.6)  Matta-Clark employs what is referred to as 
“building cuts,” “an anarchistic approach to architecture...through a process of ‘undoing’ or 
‘destructing,’ rather than creating...” where he would cut away or remove sections from 
existing buildings. (Jacob; p.8)  By removing these carefully considered sections, Matta-
Clark was creating fascinating negative spaces while using the positives as celebrated objects 
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in a gallery setting.  The positives, or cutouts, in particular are what captivate my attention.  
What Matta-Clark has done by removing these segments from their original context and 
placing them into a gallery setting is to allow viewers to create fictional narratives about their 
past.  I believe that there is a parallel between what happens when the building segments are 
placed into a gallery and when the viewer approaches one of the pieces of my current body of 
work for the first time.  As the original author of these furniture pieces, I have defined a set of 
intentions, but as all good critics and artists know, artists’ intentions never fully determine the 
meaning of a body of work. (Mitchell; p.150)  The meaning or significance of the piece is 
determined cooperatively between the artists’ intentions and the narratives created by the 
viewers that are based on their visceral responses and the memories connected to those 
responses.    
	
  The influences of Matta-Clark’s Anarchitecture and Barthes’ theory of punctum are 
both obvious and obscure.  To better understand my interpretation of their theories, the 
formal qualities of my body of 
work must first be discussed.  
The work included in the 
Deliberate Dereliction 
exhibition draws influences 
from the furniture forms of 
High Modern Architecture, 
Mid-century Modern design 
as well as the Art Deco 
movement.  The pieces also have roots in traditional architectural design language and 
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Deliberate Dereliction
M.F.A .Thesis Exhibition
techniques, specifically the tectonic elements of facade systems.  Tectonics is an architectural 
term used to encompass the theory and techniques of how a building is constructed.  Often, 
the term tectonics is used to discuss the actual details of how two structural elements connect 
with one another.  I apply this term to my body of work regarding the many ways in which 
facades are constructed.  The range of materials that can be used in facade systems and the 
many ways of layering these materials resulting in numerous variations of opacity and 
texture has always been a source of fascination for me.  The majority of the pieces in this 
exhibition consist of a substructure, which acts as a blank canvas upon which elements can 
be both added and subtracted.  This allows for the creation of a sort of ‘skin’ for the work—a 
facade-like element that is able to both create and enhance the form of the piece.  It is this 
‘skin’ that is then manipulated.  The manipulation presents itself as the broken or derelict 
elements that have been attached to the substructure, and it is the addition of these aesthetic 
elements that trigger the 
‘prick’ Barthes so adamantly 
argues cannot be created.
	
 Rooted in architectural 
techniques of traditional 
facades and echoing Art Deco 
forms, Tom’s Trap is a solid 
example of this body of 
work.  The coffee table 
employs very clean, horizontal lines and a singular sweeping, half-circle curve at one end 
that recalls movements often seen in Art Deco design.  My fascination with the versatility of 
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Tom’s Trap
21” x 18” x 51”
<red oak ash>
facade systems has directly 
influenced Tom’s Trap.  There 
is a rectilinear substructure 
that serves as the blank 
canvas to which furniture 
elements (i.e. table top, legs, 
doors, shelves) can be both 
added and subtracted.  Much 
like a facade system, the 
exterior slats are attached to 
the substructure to create a type of ‘skin’ for the coffee table that is then able to be 
manipulated.  The manipulation, or the faux degeneration of the wooden slats, results in a 
very sharp contrast between the two sides of the coffee table.  On one side the clean, elegant 
horizontal lines draw the eye around the curved end, while the other side appears to have 
eroded away with time, 
abruptly ending the eyes’ 
journey across the facade.  
The stark contrast between 
the two sides greatly 
enhances the ‘prick’ that is 
intended to prompt the 
viewer’s visceral reaction 
while at the same time 
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La Silla Uno and La Silla Dos
32” x 36” x 28”
<walnut ash, upholstery>
Tom’s Trap
21” x 18” x 51”
<red oak ash>
strengthening the coffee table’s narrative.
	
 Much like Tom’s Trap, the tectonic 
elements of architectural facade systems are 
also a heavy influence in La Silla Uno and 
La Silla Dos, a pair of lounge chairs.  The 
chairs simultaneously feel both retro and 
modern, with the basic form honoring design 
found in Mid-century Modern furniture.  The 
upholstery complements the form with a 
color scheme that gives a nod to the past 
while remaining very chic.  Here the slats 
are attached directly to the back legs of the 
chairs, following and enhancing the side 
profiles of the legs while at the same time 
wrapping themselves around the edges of the cushions and giving the sense of a shell.  
Because they are attached in this manner, the wooden slats give the appearance of protecting 
the inhabitable space of the user rather than creating a secondary space as is created in Tom’s 
Trap.  In the chairs, the role of the broken slats has changed from their previous inclusion in 
Tom’s Trap to being included as a pure design element, added to enhance the aesthetic quality 
of the piece.
	
 The third stalwart of my thesis exhibition Deliberate Dereliction is Rafu (Swahili for 
shelves), a wall-mounted piece.  In this piece, facade system tectonics were not the driving 
force behind the design.  The inspiration for Rafu comes from a pure grid, much like the High 
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La Silla Dos (detail)
32” x 36” x 28”
<walnut, ash, upholstery>
Modern utopian designs of architects 
such as Le Corbusier.  The intentional 
dereliction of Rafu plays a similar 
role in strengthening the narrative, 
equivalent to the incorporation of 
eroded slats in Tom’s Trap.  In the 
case of Rafu, the dereliction occurred 
mainly through the construction 
process, where the piece began as a 
whole and elements were removed or 
damaged to create the final version.  
There are two primary reasons for 
employing intentionally derelict 
elements.  First, the faux eroding 
allows for interesting spatial and textural experiences to be revealed and created.  Second, 
without the decaying elements, these pieces would likely be read as just another highly 
crafted collection of furniture that will be admired and then forgotten.  The derelict slats act 
as a trigger for the viewer’s memory, placing them in an immediately critical stance because 
they are aware of something that is simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar.  The awareness 
that is triggered by the ‘prick’ is what leads to the emotional response.  This type of 
interpretation of the punctum could be considered parallel to the phenomenon known as 
sensory memory, where memories are caused by certain smells, tastes, sounds and touches.  
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Rafu
54” x 66”
<spalted maple, cherry, mahogany, plywood, milk pain>
The triggering of the visceral response usually piques the viewer’s interest, drawing them 
further into the work and allowing them to become both critics and narrators.
	
 The aesthetic focus of this body of work revolves around the juxtaposition of the 
intentionally broken elements against the familiarity of the iconic furniture forms.  A duality 
that I believe is both thought-provoking and eye-catching exists within this body of work in 
the way that the broken elements are used in each piece.  In both Tom’s Trap and the wall-
mounted piece, Untitled, the faux derelict elements are used to enhance the narrative of each 
piece.  This gives the viewer a reading that each of these pieces was made and designed as a 
complete entity that was subjected to some sort of trauma over time, resulting in the 
furniture’s current state.  Tom’s Trap and Rafu are most closely aligned to the idea of 
Anarchitecture, due mainly to the design approach of beginning with a whole and subtracting 
pieces and elements until the desired effect 
is reached; the type of completion through 
removal for which Matta-Clark was so 
famous.  Alternatively, for La Silla Uno, La 
Silla Dos and Shattered (nesting tables), the 
faux dereliction moves to the role of pure 
design element, serving solely as an 
aesthetic enhancement.  The viewer’s 
reading of these pieces is much different 
from the two previously mentioned pieces.  
La Silla Uno, La Silla Dos and Shattered all 
seem to read as furniture that was designed 
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Shattered
22” x 24”, 18” x 22”, 10” x 20”
<plywood, latex paint, slip cast porcelain>
around elements that had been traumatized, giving them a more powerful presence due to the 
obvious choice of including such elements in the overall design.  The faux decaying pieces 
are meant to provide an acute juxtaposition to the crisp lines of the iconic furniture forms and 
the high level of craftsmanship; in essence, a reading of stability versus chaos.  The use of 
these faux finished, intentionally derelict members on iconic furniture forms is intended to 
provoke the viewer to question their pre-constructed notions of which objects may constitute 
themselves as furniture.  This idea, the questioning of pre-constructed notions, is very similar 
to that of Matta-Clark, altering an existing object (or ideal) to become something both 
familiar and foreign in the same instance.  Here, much like in Matta-Clark’s work, the 
eroding slats allow for interesting spatial and textural experiences to be created, revealed and 
experienced.  By removing or transforming an object from its original context, the artist is 
allowing the viewer to create a fictional narrative about the object’s past.  This also applies 
when elements are added purely for aesthetic reasons with the only difference being the 
resulting narrative.  This narrative is based on the visceral response of the viewer and the 
memory the viewer associates with the response.
	
 After all of the discussion of the viewer’s visceral reaction, the question becomes: 
what specifically causes the viewer to have such a reaction to these unfamiliar furniture 
forms?  Because each viewer brings different experiences and memories to the interpretation 
of the work, this is a very difficult question to answer.  I am only able to generalize in the 
most basic terms what causes the initial ‘prick‘ that eventually leads to this visceral reaction.  
The answer seems to be rooted in the history of these iconic forms.  More explicitly, the 
viewer’s preconceived notions of what these iconic furniture forms should be has become 
just as important as what is truly being seen.  The viewer is familiar with the iconic forms of 
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furniture such as tables, chairs, casement pieces, etc.  They are comfortable with the way in 
which these pieces have been presented to them, in a tradition over hundreds of years - as 
expertly finished, highly crafted, functional objects.   This sense of comfort that might also be 
attributed to something that was manufactured or, perhaps more accurately, man-made.  I 
believe that the pieces in Deliberate Dereliction are created with similar notions of 
embracing the natural nature of wood like famous maker George Nakashima, who celebrated 
the natural edge of the material by presenting it as a highly refined object.  My work also 
celebrates the natural qualities by presenting the rough edge in its natural, unrefined 
condition.  The ‘prick’ comes as a result of the intrusion of the broken or derelict elements on 
this otherwise ideal, familiar form.  One argument might be made that the visceral reaction is 
triggered at the subconscious level.  The introduction of the broken elements threatens the 
stability of the known while adding to the illusion of and allusion to chaos.  These added 
derelict elements refer to nature re-claiming the man-made, highlighting the reality that 
change is constant and that everything is temporary.  In this regard, one might be inclined to 
make the connection, a metaphorical or symbolic connection, between the introduction of the 
intentionally derelict components and the viewer’s own mortality.
	
 The content that is triggered in the memory, and the resulting narrative, are irrelevant, 
and they could be anything from glee and warmth to disgust and nausea.  The important thing 
is that an emotional response is elicited.  This comes as a result of the furniture pieces 
challenging the viewer’s perception and experience, creating the moment of a “prick,” 
making the viewer question what is truthfully being seen. (Barthes; p.27)  It is also due in 
part to my understanding that the viewer has preconceived notions of what furniture is and 
what it should be.  It is these views that result in a multitude of varying interpretations and 
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reactions.  By directly challenging the viewer’s constructed ideas of furniture through 
altering the object’s original context, and through changing the object to something both 
familiar and foreign in the same instance, this allows the viewer to create a fictional narrative 
or the piece’s past that alleviates the tension between what is perceived and what is actual.
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